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On July 5, Nicaragua's electoral council (Consejo Supremo Electoral, CSE) made its long-awaited
decision on the candidacy of several presidential hopefuls for the Oct. 20 general election. The
decision, announced by CSE president Rosa Marina Zelaya, upheld the constitutionality of the
ban on close relatives of an incumbent president running for the top office. The ruling ended the
aspirations of Antonio Lacayo, son-in-law of President Violeta Barrios de Chamorro. In addition,
two other candidates were also deemed ineligible. At the same time, the candidacies of the two
front runners, former Managua mayor Arnoldo Aleman of the Alianza Liberal and former president
Daniel Ortega (1979-1990) of the Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN), were given the
green light.
On July 19, the FSLN used the anniversary of the 1979 revolution that overthrew dictator Anastasio
Somoza to kick off Ortega's campaign. The CSE's decision ended Lacayo's bid to succeed Chamorro,
which began while he was still minister of the presidency and the real power in the Chamorro
administration. Lacayo resigned in September 1995 to run for the top office. However, the legitimacy
of his bid was always in question because of the anti-nepotism article in the 1995 Constitution, a
measure intended to prevent another dynasty such as that of the Somoza family from emerging (see
NotiSur, 03/10/95, 05/26/95, 07/07/95).
Lacayo insisted the prohibition was unconstitutional, since it violates another article giving all
Nicaraguans the right to run for office. He also argued that the measure was not retroactive and did
not apply since his marriage to Chamorro's daughter took place before the law was enacted. "If the
CSE lets Sandinista candidates run and blocks the candidacy of non-Sandinista candidates, it will be
strongly criticized by people inside and outside the country who will say it is favoring Sandinismo,"
said Lacayo. The question of Lacayo's candidacy threatened the fragile institutional stability in the
country, since many members of the legislature (Asamblea Nacional) had threatened to dissolve the
electoral council if it allowed Lacayo to run.
Following the council decision, Lacayo said he and his political organization, Proyecto Nacional
(PRONAL), would reluctantly accept the decision, but would also ask for a review. "It is a decision
that we, as democrats in this budding democracy that we launched in 1990, are obliged to respect,"
said Lacayo, adding that the party will ask for a judicial review, since "apparently the decision
violates several articles of the Constitution." However, on July 7, PRONAL named a former
president of the Banco Nicaraguense and political neophyte, Benjamin Lanzas, to replace Lacayo on
the ballot.
The CSE also overturned the candidacies of Eden Pastora and Alvaro Robelo. In both cases, the CSE
ruled that the Constitution bars anyone who has ever given up their Nicaraguan citizenship from
running for executive office. Pastora, one-time Sandinista guerrilla hero known as "Comandante
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Cero" during the struggle to overthrow Somoza and later leader of a contra group operating out
of Costa Rica, made a brief attempt to launch a campaign for the presidency in 1990. Pastora was
running under the banner of the Partido de Accion Democratica (PAD). His candidacy was thrown
out because he renounced his Nicaraguan citizenship in the 1970s and became a Costa Rican citizen.
"I forgive the CSE magistrates for this stupid decision," said Pastora. "And I now think that Arnoldo
Aleman will win the election, perhaps on the first ballot." Robelo, a millionaire banker, was the
leader of the now defunct Alianza Nicaraguense, a coalition of the Union Democrata Cristiana
(UDC) and the Partido Accion Nacional Conservadora. The CSE found that Robelo had acquired
Italian citizenship several years ago while serving as Nicaraguan ambassador to Italy. He returned to
Nicaragua in 1993.
The sentence hit the Alianza Nicaraguense "like a bucket of cold water," according to party leaders,
who said they planned to file appeals with the CSE, the Supreme Court of Justice, and the InterAmerican Human Rights Court. "They were afraid of me," said Robelo. "I feel very sad and
distressed. They blocked me because I offered the Nicaraguan people a new alternative." In addition
to denying the candidacies of Pastora and Robelo, the CSE gave the Partido de la Resistencia
Nicaraguense (PRN) made up principally of ex-contras three days to come up with one list of
candidates from its two factions, one headed by PRN president Fabio Gadea and the other by PRN
secretary Enrique Quinonez.
Following the CSE announcement, several members of the PRN ended a 10-day hunger strike they
had staged in front of the CSE offices. Two weeks later, another candidate ran into problems. On
July 22, the CSE told Partido de Unidad Liberal (PUL) candidate Haroldo Montealegre that he must
prove that he is not a US citizen or be banned from the elections. Press reports in Managua said
Montealegre renounced his Nicaraguan citizenship and became a US citizen in 1988. Observers
praised the CSE decisions, made in the face of significant pressure, as a boost for Nicaraguan
democracy and for the integrity of the electoral council (see NotiSur, 03/08/96). "The decision means
that the democratization of Nicaragua is more advanced than we thought," said Emilio Alvarez,
president of the national election supervisory group Etica y Transparencia. "This is a historic day in
Nicaragua," added deputy Azucena Ferrey. "It is a day when an institution the CSE achieved more
credibility and gave people more confidence in it's role in the process that will determine the new
leader of the country."
Some analysts say the decision could strengthen rightist candidate Aleman's chances to win a firstround victory requiring 45% of the vote against leftist Ortega. While Aleman and Ortega are the
undisputed front runners, polls taken in June put Aleman ahead, with the support of about 36% of
the respondents, compared with about 26% support for Ortega. However, the latest figures showed
that Ortega had narrowed the gap by about five points during the last month.
Meanwhile, on July 12, a drawing was held among all parties to determine their positions on the
ballot. A tiny leftist party, the Unidad Nicaraguense de Obreros, Campesinos y Profesionales, whose
candidate for president is Eberto Mayorga Obando, won the coveted top place on the ballot. The
resurrected Union Nacional Opositora (UNO-96), with Alfredo Cesar as its candidate, won the
sixth position- -enabling it to capitalize on a "number 6 in 96" slogan. Although the campaign does
not officially begin until Aug. 2, the Sandinistas took the opportunity of the July 19 celebration of
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the 17th anniversary of the revolution that ousted Somoza to launch their campaign. In the kickoff before an estimated crowd of 40,000, Ortega predicted the FSLN would emerge victorious in
October. "We will win again, although this time it will not be with arms, but with the votes that we
are going to cast on Oct. 20," said Ortega.
In his speech, Ortega extended an olive branch to the US and said he was confident that
Washington would respect the elections and allow the country to live in peace if the Sandinistas win.
"We are ready to continue working with the US within a framework of respect, equality, justice, and
equity," Ortega said. Appealing to undecided moderates, FSLN vice presidential candidate Juan
Manuel Caldera promised that, if the Sandinistas were returned to power, they would not resume
the military draft, nor carry out confiscations of property or harassment of businesses. (Sources:
Notimex, 07/06/96; Spanish news service EFE, 07/15/96, 07/18/96; Reuter, 07/03/96, 07/06/96, 07/07/96,
07/12/96, 07/21/96; Agence France-Presse, 07/19/96, 07/22/96, 07/24/96)

-- End --
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